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A research study was done at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) during 2014/15 to 
measure the application of information literacy skills after completion of a Certificate in Information 
Literacy (CIL).   The results of the study lead to some questions around student learning: retention of 
what was taught, extent of skills transfer, multiple assessment methods and the role of rubrics. These 
are some of the questions that arose. What is a reasonable time to expect for a student to become 
information literate, therefore, retain the knowledge and skills that they were taught and continue to 
transfer those skills to various information challenges?  The importance for students to use these skills 
across subjects and levels will be highlighted. What should be included in academic programmes to 
ensure the continuous development of these skills and the regular usage of library resources?  Do the 
teaching approaches lead to short-term or long-term transfer?  This paper will unpack these concepts 
and questions further and share some practical ideas to address those. It will highlight the importance 
of working closely with faculty and that a departmental approach to Information Literacy is needed to 
ensure that information literacy is embedded successfully in an academic programme. 




The Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT) is a university in Cape Town, South Africa and 
offers certificates, diplomas and degrees across its six faculties (Applied Sciences, Business and 
Management Sciences, Education, Engineering, Health & Wellness Sciences and Informatics and 
Design).  Much work has been done to integrate Information Literacy (IL) within the curriculum over the 
years.  An Information Literacy policy was approved in 2009, at the same time a university Information 
Literacy Committee (ILC) was formed to oversee and monitor the implementation of the policy at the 
university, and is a sub-committee of the Senate Teaching & Learning Committee (ST&L). CPUT 
Libraries has developed IL curriculum and assessment strategies and do regular research to test the 
validity and reliability of the assessment instrument (Lockhart, 2014), a short-course called the 
Certificate of Information Literacy (CIL) was registered and made available to assist faculties since 2013 
and are mostly offered to first year and Extended Curriculum Programme (ECP) students (Lockhart, 
2015a).  The CIL covers 5 modules over a 5 week period and in the sixth week, students complete a 
multiple-choice assessment via the Learning Management System (LMS), called Blackboard.  Students 
receive a randomly selected 50 questions out of a bank of 100 questions.  It is also requested that the 
CIL be taught with a subject specific assignment and that the rubric has a high weighting for IL.  Students 
who pass with fifty percent and above receive a formal CPUT short course certificate.  In 2016 the 
university Senate made a decision that all first years at CPUT should register for the CIL and do the 
online assessment from 2017 onwards. An Advanced Information Literacy programme is also available 




Background to the research study 
The research study consisted of two parts: Part 1 was doing an item analysis study on the 2013 
assessment data of the CIL online multiple-choice to ensure that the assessment instrument was valid 
and reliable (Lockhart, 2014). Part 2 was measuring the application of the IL skills after doing a teaching 
intervention, such as the CIL.  The research questions were; does the current IL multiple-choice 
summative assessment show improvement in the IL knowledge of a student? Are students applying 
their IL skills in essay assignments after attending the CIL? This paper focusses on part 2. 
It was important to measure how students applied what they have learned by doing the CIL and 
therefore a research study was conducted during 2014/15 to attempt this.  The methodology of this 
study was a positivist approach and a quantitative method to measure the application of IL skills after 
completion of the CIL (Lockhart, 2015b).  A summary of the methodology: 
The sample of students consisted of two groups of first-year students from a single class in the 
Faculty of Business (now the Faculty of Business and Management Sciences) at the CPUT 
Cape Town campus who enrolled for the short course CIL during 2014. Altogether, the two 
groups numbered forty-two students. These students attended CIL classes during the third term 
of that year and were instructed by the researcher herself who covered the five modules over 
five weeks. Each module was taught over a ninety-minute class period. In the second term, 
before enrolling for the CIL, students completed an essay assignment (pre-essay) provided by 
their lecturer. The rubric for the essay gave a 40% weighting for information literacy, 20% for 
in-text referencing and 20% for the reference list. These marks were used for the pre-essay 
mark (result 1), as indicated in Figure 1. The researcher gave the students an online multiple-
choice pre-test before the teaching intervention. This is the pre-test (result 2) as indicated in 
Figure 1. After the teaching intervention over five weeks, the students completed the online 
multiple-choice summative assessment, which is the post-test (result 3), as indicated in Figure 
1.  The researcher worked alongside the lecturer of this group to ensure the development of a 
subject-specific essay assignment, the post- essay (result 4). The assignment was used as the 
basis for teaching the CIL. The essay was developed in such a way as to ensure that IL skills 
were tested together with subject-knowledge. The researcher shared examples of IL rubrics 
found on Rubric Assessment of Information Literacy Skills (RAILS) with the lecturer who then 




















Pair 1 (pre-test and post-test) showed an increase of 16% on average. The p-value was much less than 
.001 and therefore there was a statistically significant increase from the pre-test to the post-test. Pair 2 
(pre-essay and post-essay) showed a 3% increase from the pre-essay to the post-essay. Even though 
it was a very small increase, the p-value was less than .05 and therefore a statistically significant 
increase. This confirms that the students showed an improvement from the pre-essay to the post-essay 
in applying their IL knowledge and skills that they learnt during the CIL classes. Both research questions 
had a positive outcome. 
The results of the study lead to some questions around student learning: retention of what was taught, 
extent of skills transfer, what would be a reasonable expectation for a student to become IL literate, 
multiple assessment methods and the role of rubrics.  
Unpacking the questions 
What is a reasonable time to expect for a student to become information literate, therefore, retain the 
knowledge and skills that they were taught and continue to transfer those skills to various information 
challenges?   
According to Cooke and Michael (2015, p. 35) “we want students to remember the concepts and skills 
that we teach them (retention), but we also want students to take what they have learned and apply it 
to new, unrelated context (transfer). They suggest a cognitive model of instruction that outlines five 
principles for structuring information literacy instruction; create a problem context, do less, build a 
narrative, focus on deep structure and active learning is practice of deep structure. In a study, Dubicki 
(2013, p. 107) indicated that students’ abilities improved by their year of education and that first and 
second year students’ IL skills were rated as poor, while third year students’ rated as good. It is therefore 
important for students to use these skills across subjects and levels and the academic programme can 
facilitate this.    
Do the teaching approaches lead to short-term or long-term transfer?   
According to Perkins (1986, p. 9), “since transfer cannot be relied upon to happen by itself, we must 
teach for transfer”.  Lappalainen and Rosqvist (2014, p. 414) say that a requirement for transferring 
skills to a new situation is seeing a possible connection.  It is therefore important not to teach IL 
interventions with abstract topics, but with a real subject-specific assignment so that the topic is relevant 
and of interest to the students. This will lead for them to identify the connection between the IL teaching 
and their studies and eventually their work life. It is therefore important that the teaching skills of 
librarians are developed. At CPUT Libraries all librarians who teach IL have to complete a teaching 
programme to develop their teaching skills and methodologies.  Some completed an accredited Train 
the Trainer programme which are offered over 15 weeks and includes the development of a portfolio of 
evidence.  The course includes course design, the development of teaching materials, plan the learning 
(preparation, presentation and assessment), facilitate learning by using a variety of methodologies, 
manage a course and evaluate a course.  Another course available to librarians are the Teaching and 
Development Programme (TDP) offered by CPUT’s Fundani Centre for Higher Education Development, 
intended for new academics and aims to enhance innovative teaching, learning, curriculum and 
assessment practices.  This programme runs over two terms, meeting once a week and learners of the 
TDP needs to build a teaching and learning as well as assessment portfolios.  The teaching skills of 
librarians are a crucial part for successful IL interventions.  Another issue to consider is that we often 
assess immediately after the teaching and according to Werking (1980, p. 161) this leads to short-term 
gains.  
What should be included in academic programmes to ensure the continuous development of these skills 
and the regular usage of library resources?   
Much time and effort are being invested by librarians to teach IL, but this can only be successful if the 
university has an IL mandate (Grafstein, 2002, p. 198), form part of graduate attributes (Salisbury & 
Sheridan, 2011, p. 185) (L. Wang, 2011, p. 708) and that academic programmes ensure continuous 
development of these skills and consistently guide the students to make use of library resources.   Wang 
(2011, p. 707) proposes an IL integration model to address the “who”, “what” and the “how” across a 
full degree.  A study by the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) (2016) found 
compelling evidence that “students benefit from library instruction in their initial coursework” and that 
“library use increases student success”. This is supported by Jantti and Cox (2013, p. 170) where they 
found that students who use library resources outperform those who do not.  They also indicated that 
such improved performance could influence a student’s decision to stay at university, improve the 
overall quality of the learning experience and provide the capacity to produce students who embody the 
University’s graduate qualities.  The CIL short course offered by CPUT Libraries are placed within a 
first year subject and taught with a subject-specific essay assignment, but it is important that after this 
teaching intervention students are continually exposed to IL within the curriculum and assessments 
across subjects and levels.  There are various assessment methods that can be used and incorporated 
within the academic programme to ensure that IL is continuously being assessed.  Walsh (2009, p. 21) 
reviewed the literature around IL assessment and which assessment methods were used by librarians. 
Another study (R. Wang, 2006, p. 89) found that student papers benefited from a “higher quality of 
bibliographic citations” after students completed a library credit course.  There should also be a multi-
method approach to assessment (Daugherty & Russo, 2011, p. 325). It is therefore important that IL 
are given high weightings in assessment rubrics. Rubrics, as described by Stevens and Levi (2005), 
divides an assignment into components  and communicates to students what is expected of them. A 
useful resource for librarians and faculty members regarding rubrics that include IL can be found on the 
website Rubric Assessment of Information Literacy Skills (RAILS) where many rubrics are shared.  
This leads to the question on whether the academic programme adequately stimulates the use of library 
resources across subject and levels and why this is important: 
 Students will engage more with quality resources 
 Students will learn from credible authors 
 Students will have more exposure to academic writing and reading 
 There should be an improvement in the quality of students’ assignments 
 There should be an improvement in the results of students 
 
How can this be achieved?  
 For the faculty members to be active partners of the library in recommending relevant and up to 
date resources to be purchased and maintained for their subject areas. 
 For the faculty members to guide their students to engage continuously with these quality resources 
within their study areas. This is not a comprehensive list, but some practical examples are 
highlighted for consideration: 
o Are assignments set-up in such a way that students will need to use quality resources of 
information?  Quality resources will include books, journal articles, dictionaries, 
encyclopaedias, and more. 
o Are students required to use a variety of sources in their assignments?  For example two 
books, one journal article and a definition from a dictionary. 
o Must students submit their search strategy as part of their assignment? Analyse their topic, 
identify main concepts, draw a mind map, select appropriate keywords, use searching 
techniques like Boolean operators, Truncation, Phrase searching and form search strings. 
o Do students have to indicate which databases they used from the Library website? 
o Did students apply evaluation criteria?  Students can be asked to select one of the 
resources they used and apply the CRAAP test to describe why they chose that particular 
resource. The CRAAP test looks at the currency, relevance, authority, accuracy and 
purpose of an information source.  
o Did the students cite the resources used in the in-text and does that coincide with their 
bibliography?  





It is important to note that becoming information literate is a process and that skills transfer takes time, 
it will not happen immediately.  Skills transfer will continue only if the academic programme continues 
to test IL skills with high weightings for IL in rubrics, therefore teach for transfer and long-term retention.  
If there is no continued academic assessment for IL after an IL teaching intervention, like the CIL, 
students will lose the skill and not necessarily apply it across subjects and levels, therefore short-term 
retention. A multi-method assessment approach is needed to assess IL, not only multiple-choice 
assessments, but also other methods such as essays and many more. A departmental approach to 
information literacy is needed to ensure that it is embedded successfully in an entire academic 
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